with concurrent physical disorders provides an excellent summary of drug combinations and possible interactions.
If the authors are largelv uncritical of the role of liaison psychiatry, they do mention the need for well-conducted research into its efficacy. One section summarizes relevant research on specific topics and offers suggestions for projects which could be usefully undertaken by specialist registrars.
In conclusion, Seminars in Liaison Psychiatry will be of great value to trainee psychiatrists, many of whom are involved in providing a consultation service to the general hospital. In addition, it will be a good information source for senior psychiatrists, particularly those based in a district general hospital, Who need regular updating. Medical students and trainees from other disciplines will find it helpful as an introduction. The specialty of anaesthesia has the happv advantage that its origins are clearly defined. The pioneering clinical trials of nitrous oxide by Wells in 1844, of ether by Morton in 1846, and of chloroform by Simpson in 1847 marked a clear start to anaesthesia, 150 years ago. Essays on the History ofAnaesthesia, one of the RSM's International Congress and Symposium Series, is a selection of lectures given to the History of Anaesthesia Society between 1986 and 1989.
A cursory glance over the history of anaesthesia is like looking down on a mountain scene when low cloud blankets all but the tops of the hills. These 'peaks' are the well defined landmarks of revolutionary achievement. In between are the valleys of humdrum evolution of practice, often shrouded in the mists of unresearched oblivion. These areas are the ones exposed in the Essays as they bring to life colourful but little-known features of our past.
As a photo-vignette draws into focus a figure from a background haze, so these delightfullv graphic vignettes bring into clear view hitherto unrevealed details to fill in some of the hidden zones in this area of medical history.
Several essays in the volume are devoted to John Snow. Barbara Duncum points out in her 'Surgery and Anaesthesia: the start of a Tandem Alliance', that John Snow was woefully ignored by the medical press at his death: 'Todav it seems strange that neither the British Medical journal nor the Lancet marked Snow's death with an obituary'. Yet this pioneer was a founder, not only of anaesthesia but also of epidemiology, and a formidable physiologist and pharmacologist of his day. The late Richard Ellis detailed a week of Snow's extraordinarily well documented medical work. The date was December 1850, and Ellis highlighted the combination of busy general practice and anaesthesia with serious physiological research. Yet Snow's life does not appear at all frenetic. Although Ellis did not make the point, this snapshot gives today's reader cause for reflection, where so much is frenetic and where achievements that change the face of history are difficult to identify.
Charles Dickens and his wife Kate come into focus from the mists in 'Chloroform for Mrs Dickens', on the occasion of Kate's difficult and painful eighth confinement in 1849. Charles Dickens wrote:
Foreseeing the possibility of such a repetition of last time, I had made myself thoroughly acquainted with the facts on Chloroform-in contradistinction to the talk about it and had insisted on the attendance of a gentleman from Bartholomews Hospital, who administers it in the operation there, and has given it four or five thousand times. I had also promised her that she should have it the doctors were dead against it: but I stood my ground, and (thank God) triumphantly.
The description is clear; however, the lessons are left for readers to deduce for themselves. Indeed, a weakness of the volume is that few of the contributors attempt to interpret or analyse the history they describe. It is this aspect of historical review that turns factual history into fascinating history. It enables a comparison with ourselves. It makes history relevant, for those who do not learn from history are condemned to repeat it. An exception to this weakness is Professor Stetson's essay on 'Cotton Process Ether and Ethanesal'. This is an entertaining volume. The length of the essays is such that it can easily be picked up, read with pleasure for a few minutes and put down again. It offers no cure for insomnia! Geoffrey Rushman 26 Tyrone Road, Thorpe Bay, Southend-on-Sea, SS1 3HF, England
